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Preface

Welcome to Teaching Graphic Novels in the Classroom: Building Literacy and 
Comprehension, a textbook that presents a wide array of graphic novels as they 
deserve to be presented: not just as “big comic books,” but as literature to be read 
and discussed. Obviously, as graphic literature has grown more popular in recent 
years, the sheer volume of novels is enormous. I have chosen one to two novels 
for each chapter that I feel are the best representation of the medium in that 
genre. I have designed the book to educate all readers, regardless of whether they 
have or have not previously read any graphic literature. Please feel free to contact 
me with comments and suggestions. 

Ryan J. Novak 
ryanjnovak@gmail.com 
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I was 4 years old the first time I saw a comic book. On a trip to the grocery 
store with my grandfather, I saw a spinning metal rack of them at the front of one 
of the aisles and was immediately drawn to the cover art. I recognized Superman 
because my parents showed me the movie, which was one of my early obsessions. 
Like a lot of children my age, this resulted in me tying my security blanket around 
neck like a cape and jumping off my bed, proclaiming that wherever I was speed-
ing off to in my imagination was a job “for Superman!” 

Comic books, though, were new to me. Up until that point, Superman inhab-
ited the same world as The Muppets and Darth Vader, as he was solely the prop-
erty of movies. That he had an entire life in a medium that was completely foreign 
and amazing to me was a revelation. That day, my grandfather bought for me two 
Spider-Man comics after making me promise that I not share the information 
with my grandmother, who would deem it “immature” and “silly.” 

Although I could read at the time, Spider-Man proved to be a much greater 
challenge to me than the simple children’s storybooks that I was used to, and 
the word balloons were far more complicated than the short exchanges between 
Charlie Brown and Linus Van Pelt. I was left staring at the pictures and attempt-
ing to piece together the story. With my grandfather’s aid, I was able to learn how 
to read a comic book, how to follow which word balloon belonged to whom, and 
how to follow the action. 
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Teaching Strategies for 
Graphic Literature 

Many students may not have previously been exposed to reading graphic 
novels or comic books and may run into the same difficulties that I had when I 
first encountered one. There are several methods a teacher may employ to help 
learners improve their understanding and appreciation of the medium. All of 
these methods can be differentiated for different reading levels. 

Sequential Storytelling: Make a copy of a classic nine-panel page of a graphic 
novel and cut the page into individual panels. Working in small groups of two to 
three students, have the students figure out the sequencing of the page and put 
the panels back together in their proper order. 

Without Words: Take a page of a graphic novel that contains at least six panels 
(nine for a greater challenge) and remove all of the dialogue and action descrip-
tions. Present the “wordless” page to your students and ask that they attempt to 
follow the story without the dialogue and explain what is happening in the scene. 
This activity is very helpful in teaching students to learn to follow the action of 
a story, especially when teaching a book that does not have words to begin with, 
such as Shawn Tan’s (2007) The Arrival.

Predicting: Similar to the “Without Words” strategy above, take a page of a 
book and remove the dialogue from every other panel of art. Have students pre-
dict what was said in the blank panels that would lead to what happens in the 
following panel, which will still have the dialogue and action descriptions. Just as 
above, use at least a six-panel page. 

Dialogue: Again take a six-to-nine-panel story and remove the dialogue and 
action descriptions, but this time have the students try to not only figure out the 
action, but also fill in the dialogue from each character. Then show the students 
the panel with the original dialogue so they may see how close their predicitons 
came to the actual dialogue and if they maintained the narrative of the story. 

Pass It Along: Taking the above strategy, put students in small groups of three 
to five. Have one student write the dialogue for the first panel and pass the page 
along to the next student, who fills in the second panel. Have the students keep 
passing it along until the page has been filled in entirely. 

Summarizing: Use this as a cumulative activity once the students have become 
proficient at reading graphic literature. Start with having them summarize one 
page at a time. 

Reader’s Theater: Reader’s theater plays are very effective at helping students 
interact with the material. By having them convert portions of a graphic novel 
into reader’s theater plays, students’ comprehension of the material may be 
enhanced. 

Teaching Graphic Novels in the Classroom2
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What’s important to remember is that, at their core, graphic novels are still 
novels. Although the above strategies may prove to be very helpful in teaching 
the material, you are free to use any other methods you would use for teaching a 
traditional novel. 

Throughout the book, you will see essential questions at the end of different 
sections of each novel and at the conclusion of each novel. The questions can be 
used as you wish, whether it is solely for comprehension of the story or as quiz-
zes to accompany the reading. All of the sidebar activities are meant to be used 
as enhancement, as prereading understanding for each novel, or to expand upon 
specific themes, motifs, and symbols during reading. The timelines presented at 
the start of each chapter are merely suggestions based on what has worked for me 
in the past—you are free to create your own timeline according to the needs and 
pace of your classroom. In Appendix A and Appendix B at the end of the book, 
you’ll find suggested reading and film guides. These novels and films can be used 
to enhance teaching, as their own stand-alone lessons, or be left out completely. 
Appendix C includes a suggested scoring rubric for the project in Chapter 9. For 
teachers who aren’t familiar with the medium, this rubric should help guide them 
in judging students’ work.

Finally, I should note that some of the graphic novels in this book may include 
content that can be unsuitable for younger readers. I recommend previewing each 
book before giving it to students. The graphic novels covered in this book are:

 
The Dark Knight Returns by Frank Miller;

 
Watchmen by Alan Moore;

 
The Sandman: Preludes and Nocturnes by Neil Gaiman;

 
V for Vendetta by Alan Moore;

 
Metropolis by Osamu Tezuka;

 
A Contract With God by Will Eisner;

 
The League of Extraordinary Gentlemen by Alan Moore;

 
Maus by Art Spiegelman;

 
Ghost World by Daniel Clowes; and

 
American Born Chinese by Gene Luen Yang.

Teacher’s Guide 3
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Sequential art, whether you call it a comic book or a graphic novel, has long 
reflected our culture. Although they have not always been recognized for doing 
so, comic creators have found myriad ways to comment on society. For example, 
although known primarily for his arch-nemesis, Lex Luthor, and for the World 
War II-era covers that featured the Man of Steel punching Hitler or Hirohito, 
Superman began as a social crusader. In his early adventures, Superman forced a 
greedy munitions maker to join the Army so that he would see the terrifying side 
of the war being fought for his benefit. In another story, he battles a cruel mine 
owner who doesn’t care for the safety or well-being of his mine workers. Other 
stories focused on Superman dealing with a slumlord who refused to update his 
tenement buildings that had fallen into disrepair. 

Similarly, in the 1960s, in response to the fantastic worlds that the DC Comics 
characters inhabited, Marvel Comics had its characters lived in the real world. 

Introduction
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Spider-Man lives at home with his aunt and has money problems; the Fantastic 
Four, although a team of superheroes, are a dysfunctional family at their core; 
and the superhuman X-Men face prejudice in the world by protecting people who 
often ostracize and hate them. 

Long believed to be the province of children, comic books have over the years 
displayed a social conscience while reflecting the sometimes ugly parts of our 
society. As comic readers grew up, the major publishers started focusing on more 
mature storylines that their now-older readers would find interesting. In the late 
1960s and early 1970s, comic books tackled the growing concern over drugs. In 
Spider-Man, Peter Parker’s longtime friend and son of the Green Goblin, Harry 
Osborn, was discovered to be a methamphetamine addict. In DC Comics, Green 
Arrow’s sidekick, Speedy, turned out to be addicted to heroin. 

In teaching various novels, regardless of grade level, I have found that stu-
dents have an anxiety about reading. Although there are students who love to read 
and are always excited when they know that the class will consist of reading and 
discussing a novel together, there are a great many students who have the imme-
diate reaction of “What? Do we have to?” It is many of those same students who 
are apprehensive about reading who are also quick to discuss in great depth their 
favorite TV shows and movies. Given the popularity of movies based on comic 
books, such as Christopher Nolan’s series of Batman films or Joss Whedon’s The 
Avengers (Fiege & Whedon, 2012), I’ve used graphic literature in my classroom 
more and more to draw the students’ interest from the movies to the literature. 

With technology playing an increasing role in their lives, students need visual 
stimulation to be a part of their education. Students are increasingly visual learn-
ers and are taken in by the art as much as the story. The art allows them to invest 
themselves more emotionally with the story and increases not only their interest 
in reading, but their visual learning skills as well. The emotional connection—
to the art, story, or characters—is a key to visual literacy. The various layers to 
graphic literature that go beyond the text alone allow the students to analyze 
the story on different levels. They are able to analyze the story beyond what they 
would encounter in traditional literature. Using graphic literature to teach visual 
literacy will deepen the connection that students have with traditional texts and 
allow them to be visual readers, even when the text is not accompanied by visu-
als. This ability increases their enjoyment and proficiency as readers. 

By learning with graphic literature, students not only learn how to interpret 
how art enhances the level of storytelling, but their ability to interpret messages 
that are sent through various everyday forms of art and visual media is increased. 
With this awareness comes an enhanced ability to be more discerning and even 
skeptical of all forms of visual media. Being able to interpret the connection 
between visuals and texts and the emotional responses that both can elicit will 
make students more informed viewers who are less susceptible to manipulation 
through advertising. 

Teaching Graphic Novels in the Classroom6

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n




